Pressures have increasingly been put upon social scientists to prove their economic, cultural and social value through 'impact agendas' in higher education. There has been little conceptual and empirical discussion of the challenges involved in achieving impact and the dangers of evaluating it, however. This article argues that a critical realist approach to social science can help to identify some of these key challenges and the institutional incompatibilities between impact regimes and university research in free societies. These incompatibilities are brought out through an autobiographical 'insideraccount' of trying to achieve impact in the field of electoral integrity in Britain. The article argues that there is a more complex relationship between research and the real world which means that the nature of knowledge might change as it becomes known by reflexive agents. Secondly, the researchers are joined into social relations with a variety of actors, including those who might be the object of study in their research. Researchers are often weakly positioned in these relations. Some forms of impact, such as achieving policy change, are therefore exceptionally difficult as they are dependent on other actors.
Introduction
Many academics around the globe, driven by a desire to use their accumulated expertise to improve the world, have long sought to achieve what is now known within higher education management as 'impact'. A new surge of activity, however, has arguably been unleashed in some countries in recent years. Universities and academics have been pressured to prove their social, cultural and economic value in an age where many governments world-wide are engaged in austerity agendas. This has fed into changing management structures within higher education. In 2014, 'impact' became a metric by which the UK government assessed universities and awarded resources. Australia plans to do the same (Australian Research Council 2017) . More countries may follow. Academics in such countries are therefore being encouraged to undertake impact projects by their universities and research councils are increasingly judging research funding applications by criteria other than academic merit.
It is still to be established, however, whether and how research from the social sciences, rather than the natural sciences, yet alone the discipline of politics and international relations, can have impact.
Many academics have long-warned that the goal of evidence-based policy is naïve because ideas and knowledge can be 'used and abused' by actors for political expediency. This article argues that impact is both possible and socially desirable. It is difficult to achieve, however, and the reasons for this become clearer if we think more deeply about the nature of the knowledge that social scientists generate, and their positionality with the object of their research. The argument is pursued by focussing on a case study of one research stream in political science: the study of electoral institutions and electoral integrity. However, the arguments developed may have a general resonance across many policy and subject areas. Part one of the article reviews the existing claims that political science 1 research can generate impact and zooms in on concerns recently raised in the field of electoral studies.
The second part argues that it is important to assess the type of knowledge that social scientists generate. Drawing from scientific realism, it argues that the knowledge is socially produced and might change as it becomes known by agents in the real world. Behavioural regularities can be undone by reflective agents because subjects and objects are entwined in social relations. The consequences of this are mapped for the study of electoral institutions and electoral integrity. It also argues that these social relations are asymmetric and that academics are often weakly resourced within policy networks to bring about policy change. The third part draws from the author's own experience of trying to improve electoral administration in Britain, 2 it offers an autobiographical 'insider account' of trying to trigger policy change to illustrate these challenges. Strategies for how social scientists can seek to address this problem are drawn out such as working through civil society and with parliamentarians.
The contribution of the article is therefore threefold. First, it grounds the higher education impact agenda debate, both in the UK and overseas, into broader debates about the philosophy of the social sciences and public policy. Second, it draws out challenges and dangers with impact agendas which those in higher education management should be aware of. Third, it offers tools (and encouragement) for future scholars seeking to improve the world.
Has political science had 'impact'?
Has the discipline of political science and international relations had impact? And is 'impact' anyway?
For the first ever evaluation of the effect of research on positive social change, the UK's HECFE defined it as: 'an effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of life, beyond academia. ' (HEFCE et al. 2011, 48) . This could include, 'but is not limited to, an effect on, change or benefit to:… the activity, attitude, awareness, behaviour, capacity, opportunity, performance, policy, practice, process or understanding… of an audience, beneficiary, community, constituency, organisation or individuals ' (HEFCE et al. 2011, 48 International Relations thought that impact had been achieved. It rated 40 per cent of submitted work as 4* ('world leading') and 44 per cent as 3* ('internationally excellent') (HEFCE 2015, 76) . In its summary report it concluded that 'many staff in the field of Politics and International Studies were also substantially involved in policy making circles and the critical scrutiny of public policy of all types both in the UK and in other countries over the course of the assessment period' (HEFCE 2015, 80) .
There are few independent academic assessments of the impact that social science researchers have had on public policy, outside of internal university documents. It is certainly not universally accepted that political science research leads to positive social change, even if researchers do seek to achieve this. This article focuses on the study of electoral integrity and electoral institutions, where an initial study was undertaken into the influence of social scientists and made for gloomier reading. The APSA Presidential Task Force on Electoral Rules and Democratic Governance (Htun and Powell 2013b) sought to document how political scientists have been active in trying to shape the real world in the field of electoral institutions. It reflected highly on the collective scholarly accomplishments of researchers on electoral system design and the broader domain of electoral integrity. Thanks to the efforts of hundreds of scholars dedicating themselves to identifying the effects of electoral institutions, wrote
Htun and Powell, a scientific field had been established by the 1980s and 1990s that could forewarn the effects of electoral system change. A further generation of scholarship extended and redeveloped these theories to account for the different contexts dealt by democracies that had been born as part of the third wave of democratisation (Htun and Powell 2013a, 809) . Most importantly for this article, the Task Force showed how political scientists had used this knowledge to advise those making realworld policy decisions. Carey et al (2013) provided data from surveys of political scientists on how they had acted as 'electoral reform consultants' over many decades. They had written reports and briefs, given presentations, undertaken country missions, trained staff and provided 'on the spot' policy advice. Carey et al. noted, however , that despite these achievements:
'We lack systematic evidence that political science knowledge compelled actors to choose courses of action they would not have taken otherwise. In fact, some of our evidence reveals the opposite:
actors on the ground picked and chose among the scientific findings that were most useful to their purposes' (Carey et al. 2013, 830) .
Meanwhile, failures to predict outcomes of elections, such as Brexit or Donald Trump's election as President in the USA, despite much greater sophistication in their models, has become made how scholars within electoral studies interact with their object of study a major concern (Sturgis et al. 2016 ).
Behaviouralism, social science and knowledge
Understandings of why such significant academic achievements have not converted into perceptions of real-world policy change would benefit from deeper thinking about the nature of the knowledge that social scientists create. The commonly held assumptions about the type of knowledge generated is are closely modelled on modernist behaviouralism. Behaviouralism criticised earlier traditions for a lack of the 'grand theorising' that the accumulation of knowledge could generate. Developing theory and routinely testing it against empirical datasets was therefore essential to identify the iron laws of human behaviour. As David Truman put it: 'a major reason for any inquiry into political behaviour is to discover uniformities, and through discovering them to be better able to indicate the consequences of such patterns' (Truman 1951 , cited in Dahl, 1961 . A positivist epistemology and ontology are used. Following Karl Popper, any theoretical approach should be 'falsifiable' (Popper 1959) ; that is, a theory should be testable against empirical evidence. Researchers should therefore focus on the collection of data from observable political phenomena -whether at individual or the aggregate level.
The methodological tools of choice tend to be large n quantitative studies, with a logic of causal inference based in statistics and probability theory. As Goertz and Mahoney (2012; 'I think that it is interesting to listen to the discussion of causality in trying to explain historical events, but for practitioners in the field we need models that are predictive. Explaining what happened five years ago is very interesting, but when I am on the ground and there is an election happening I need to know where there will be pockets of violence so that we can react to it. So I think that models that are more predictive are needed rather than explaining historical events for me, and that is a difficult task, I know.'
Scientific Realism and the Social Nature of Knowledge
Scientific (or 'critical') realism 3 offers an alternative approach to understanding the knowledge produced by social research. This is a methodological orientation, built from the philosophy of the social sciences, which 'steers a path between empiricist and constructivist accounts of scientific explanation ' (Pawson 2006, 17) . It is an approach most commonly associated with Roy Bhaskar (1989; 2008) , Margaret Archer (1995 , 1998 and Andrew Sayer (2000 Sayer ( , 2010 . 4 It is now becoming established as an alternative approach to political science in the UK (McAnulla 2006) , although it has had only limited use in the study of elections (James 2012a).
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3 Within the broad camp of 'scientific realism' there remains debate and diversity. Pawson (2006: 18:-9) argues that 'critical realism,' associated with the work of Margaret Archer and Roy Bhaskar, stressed that in an open system there are near limitless explanatory possibilities. It followed that social scientists can simply provide a highly normative and critical narrative to mistaken and popularly held accounts of the world. By contrast, 'scientific' realism (also using the label 'empirical realism,' 'emergent realism', 'analytical realism') are more optimistic about the ability of the researcher to judge between different causal explanations in open systems. The term scientific realism is used throughout this paper. 4 Also see: Collier (1994) and Putnam and Conant (1990) . 5 There are other post positivist alternatives to behaviouralism such as interpretivism. See for example, (Kirkland and Wood 2016).
Scientific realism stresses the limits of pure empiricism associated with behaviouralism. The world exists independent of our knowledge of it but that world is 'differentiated and stratified, consisting not only of events, but objects, including structures, which have powers and liabilities capable of generating events' (Sayer 2000, 5-6) . There are therefore three distinct domains of reality. The empirical domain consists of the observable experiences that can be observed and recorded. The actual domain consists of events, which may often be unobservable to the researcher. The real domain, meanwhile, consists of the generative mechanisms and causal structures that influence events and experiences but may not be observable themselves. The problem with positivist empiricism is that it focuses only on the directly empirical domain of reality and not the actual or the real.
More importantly for the argument developed in this article, behaviouralists are criticised for having an over-simplistic model of the relationship between the researcher with what they are researching.
Sayer (2010) conceptualises this as subject-object relationship. Behaviouralists assume that the impartial scientist is entirely separate from the phenomenon that they study. The role of the subject (the researcher) is to document information about the object (the phenomenon under study), and develop explanatory models and predictive forecasts of their behaviour (Sayer 2010, 24) . These models can be tested and adjusted through repeated observations. Sayer argues that subjects and objects are bound together in more complex relationships, however. Firstly, subjects have relationships with other subjects. They can only attempt to gain knowledge of the object with the cognitive and conceptual resources available in the language communities (as Sayer puts it) or academic concepts and frameworks (as we may more commonly think of it). Their ability to gain understanding of the object is therefore bounded. Academics use concepts and frameworks in a more heuristic way that they might realise, as 'rules of thumb.' Secondly, objects have relationships with other objects. When non-social objects are studied by those in the natural sciences, they are unaware of the meaning that other subjects attach to them. A non-social object cannot attach meaning to another non-social object. Social objects, however, are different. They will be involved in a process of repeated sense-making with other objects. 6
Researcher and object as social relations
It is therefore argued here that we should conceive the learning relationship between the subject and the object not as unidirectional, but multidirectional and iterative. This is because both subject and object are entwined in social relations during the research and dissemination process. Objects may become aware of the meanings that subjects are attaching to their actions and change them. Or objects might learn important information from subjects about themselves and their environment which might facilitate strategic learning. As a result of this, the object might change. It is suggested here that two processes can be identified:
• The fieldwork process. In order to gather information, researchers interact with the subject.
Let's take the example of the process of organising an interview with a government official.
The researcher does not simply take notes from an interview with an electoral official in a hypothetical context. The relationship is social. They write to/email them, giving information about themselves they think the respondent will need to know and may encourage them to reply. They decide how to dress, the questions to ask, the tone of the interview. The interviewee decides whether to respond, makes up a judgement about the researcher, tailors their response to questions, perhaps decides to leave information out or in. Following the email or the interview, the interview may read-up further about what the researcher was asking about and begin to change their practices. In short, they may change their view of the world or change their actions as a result of the research process. This is often thought of as a Hawthorne effect. Social research does not take place in a hermetically sealed environment, however. The consequence can go beyond the experiment into the real world.
• The dissemination process. Upon dissemination of the results, objects, which are autonomous agents may change their behaviour. The subject and object are therefore linked by social relations, even if the researcher does not directly interact with the object or know of this changed behaviour. There are plenty of obvious examples from the field of elections. An analysis and publication of polling data may make citizens rethink their world and alter their behaviour. They might think that a particular party will win, for example, and change their vote and encourage others to also vote tactically. An electoral administrator may undertake further training for her team, after learning that they will be studied. If researchers identify the strategies that rulers use to attempt to rig an election, such as ballot stuffing, rulers may change their tactics to adopt other methods (Sjoberg 2014 ).
There are two important consequences of identifying these social relations. First, researchers need to reflect on their own positionality when trying to achieve policy change -especially if they are then documenting that change and when providing policy histories. They are not impartial observers, but immediately become actors within their own plays. Second, behavioural regularities can be undone by human agency. For example, governing parties may find particular tactics for electoral fraud successful in influencing electoral outcomes. However, as soon as researchers document the tactics that are used, they may decide to change their tactics to avoid being caught. The public and political parties may alter their behaviour in response to polling forecasts, thereby undermining the forecast.
Unequal Social Relations
Scientific realism says more about the nature of subject-object social relations. All knowledge is deeply political in so far as it can be used to affect the distribution of resources, the reform of policy or public opinion to some extent. In the natural sciences, for example, the publication of research on more climate change can cause people to be more (or less) convinced in 'climate science,' affect profits for businesses affected by climate change and alter government positions. Developing a new chemical technology for measuring pH, for example, has led to new commercial products in oil field applications. 7 There are therefore commercial gains by the sale of the research technology, but also efficiencies in commercial activity with many side-effects for shareholders, customers, citizens and the environment.
Within social science, the topic of research, however, is likely to be deeply political. The research on electoral systems and electoral laws, the focus of the Task Force on Electoral Rules and Democratic
Governance, provides an archetypical example. Electoral laws directly affect who wins office, who can vote and who does not. The consumers of this knowledge will therefore not just be students and other academics, but it would also include those in power with the opportunity to act on the research and make legislative changes. Yet those same people in power, may not be the beneficiaries of research-based recommendations. In fact, they could be the direct causalities. Changing from a majoritarian to a proportional electoral system might increase female representation and voter This is not to say that politicians are entirely driven by partisan motives on the issue of electoral law or other issues (Renwick, Hanretty, and Hine 2009) . Elsewhere, it has been showed that politicians' interest in electoral law waxes and wanes over time and it can be dependent on the broader policy cycle (James 2011c) . The motives of actors are not pre-determined since they are reflective agents.
However, they can be structured how institutions distribute material and strategic resources.
The job of the researcher, wishing to use their research to undertake impact work, is made more difficult by the fact that power relations are asymmetric. In broad terms, academics are often weakly resourced to bring about policy change. A common theme from work on scientific realism is that power relations are asymmetric because of the relationships between structures and agents. The agents under study (whether they are rulers, politicians, administrators or voters) are constrained by the structural context in which they find themselves, but retain some autonomy and free-will. There are a variety of competing ways to describe this structure and agency relationship within scientific realism. The strategic relational approach (SRA) developed by Bob Jessop (2001) but also used by
Colin Hay (2002, 115-34) focuses on 'how a given structure may privilege some actors, some identities, some strategies, some spatial and temporal horizons, some actions over others' (Jessop 2001 (Jessop , 1223 .
Actors find themselves in strategically selective environments that favour certain strategies over others to realise a given set of intentions or preferences. There is no level playing field. Strategically selective environments, however, do not determine outcomes because agents are reflexive actors capable of strategic learning. As Jessop put it, they can:
'orient their strategies and tactics in the light of their understanding of the current conjuncture and their "feel for the game"' (Jessop 2001 (Jessop , 1224 .
The resources that actors have vary enormously, however, and this can create power relations that are very unequal (Marsh, Smith, and Richards 2003) . Academics are resourced by their knowledge and reputation for providing independent advice. However, only governments or legislatures can enact legislation to change electoral law. They are also aware that public interest in electoral law does not last long (James 2015, forthcoming) . Academics are usually among many other sources of information that governments can use to develop and justify policy and rarely have a direct invite into decision-making circles. Routine teaching, administration and research commitments mean that they often lack the time to follow policy developments in Parliaments.
The case of voter registration reform in Britain 2011-2017
This article now provides an auto-biographical account of some of the author's own practical experience of trying to improve electoral integrity in Britain using his research, in order to illustrate the difficulties that researchers face when trying to achieve policy change. It aims to also identify some strategies that social scientists can use by working through civil society. As already noted, scientific realism stresses that the object is inseparable from the subject of study so self-reflection on the positionality of the research and researcher can allow inferences to be drawn.
Background government proposals to reform voter registration
The empirical focus of the remainder of the paper is electoral administration. This refers to the methods used to compile the electoral register, the process of casting votes, counting processes and the management systems in place to organise elections. In Britain, these systems had long been unreformed until the New Labour governments undertook a programme of electoral modernisation from 1997 onwards. This was motivated by a stated desire to make the electoral process more convenient for voters, often by using technology. However, the Deputy Prime Minister (2011) published a government white paper in 2011 that would:
• Fast track the introduction of IER and make it compulsory. Prior to this, registration was on a household basis in England, Wales and Scotland registered. Only one person was required to complete the registration form on behalf of all people living at that property. IER would require each citizen to complete their own form.
• Require citizens to provide their national insurance number and date of birth as personal identifiers. These personal identifiers would be used by electoral registration officers to check the eligibility of the elector against the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) or HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) data sets. Prior to this, no personal identifiers are currently required at the registration process, except for citizens seeking to vote via a postal vote.
• Enable online and telephone registration of new registrants. Prior to this, new registrants had to complete hard copy forms.
• Provide an 'opt-out' box so that citizens can choose to not to be on the register.
• Provide for a power to end the annual canvass as a method of compiling the register.
Underlying research
Following the publication of the IER draft bill, the author interviewed 74 senior elections staff across 41 organisations in England, Wales and Scotland about the likely effects of the proposed reforms on their organisation. A thematic analysis, a method compatible with realist research, was undertaken on the interviews and the analysis suggested that there would be a reduction in the opportunities for electoral fraud, but also four less desirable consequences: declining levels of electoral registration (especially among young people), higher administration and staff costs, data management problems and other miscellaneous side-effects (James 2014b, forthcoming). There was also a follow up evaluation of the final reform through semi-structured interviews and a survey in February of 2016.
This found that opportunities for fraud had been reduced as expected; and that there were significantly higher administration and staffing costs as expected. It also found that there were negative effects on workplace conditions but that the decline on levels of electoral registration was not as dramatic as initially forecast (James forthcoming).
This research was located within a wider body which was also used to try influence the policy debate (Table 1) . One category of research provided diagnosis tools for identifying the type of problems that occur in running elections. For example, a poll worker survey in 2015 found that unregistered citizens were regularly turned away from the polls, but electoral fraud was rare. A second category identified mechanisms for electoral administration and management by measures such as boosting voter turnout, developing learning mechanisms and improving cost efficiencies. A final category provided analyses of the drivers and obstacles of policy change. An argument running through them was that the political interests of the government are crucial. Table 1 summarises some of the key research. Clark and James (2017) A survey of middle managers at the 2016 EU referendum found it to be well run, but that there were problems with resourcing electoral officials and voters turned away from polling stations.
Clark and James (2016) Interviews with electoral officials identified the key challenges that they faced in delivering well run elections. 
Research informed policy change?
Were there any meaningful real-world consequences of the research? It could be argued that the researcher is not best placed to evaluate this because of the obvious incentives to make grandiose claims and the penalties for modesty. It is perhaps impossible to know the impact because I am no longer an objective observer and many decisions are made in secret. A critical realist approach suggests that by 'being there' the researcher can provide a unique perspective having personally interacted with many of the key stakeholders, however.
A case could be made that the early dissemination of research on IER affected the way in which it was implemented. The first PCRC report cited the early research as evidence, alongside others, (Political and Constitutional Reform Committee 2011, 12) and warned about a potential decline in levels of electoral registration as a result of IER. The concurrent reforms of online registration and additional funding were simultaneously introduced by the government to address this decline. The impact here is difficult to ascertain. Causation may have been 'overdetermined' because some of the reforms were part of the government's original plans and groups from civil society and parliamentarians raised concerns anyway. The research would therefore have been one piece of evidence, albeit the only academic one, among many.
The research featured much more prominently in the PCRSC's report on Voter Engagement, with 15 separate citations. The government abolished the PCRSC and did not expressly acknowledge any influence to the report on Voter Engagement. But it did push forward by introducing a form of some of the key reforms that were proposed. In October 2015, John Penrose, as minister, announced an interest in automatic re-registration (Penrose 2015) . This would involve the use of public records to keep citizens on the register automatically so that money could be saved, and efforts could be focussed on those that were missing. A draft order was then laid before Parliament in May 2016 to allow these pilots to take place (Parliament 2016) . 
Conclusions
Impact agendas in higher education seem to be on a forward wave with universities evaluated in terms of the effects of their research on the real world. There has been little conceptual and empirical discussion of the challenges involved in achieving impact and the dangers of evaluating it, however.
Taking a realist approach to social science, and by adopting an autobiographical 'insider account' four core dilemmas are raised. Secondly, the strategy of other actors can shape whether research has impact or not. In the domain of electoral law it is often claimed that a government will maintain laws that will benefit them and leave those that don't. A more altruistic reading of their motives is that they are influenced by ideology and will make value-based decisions between whether to prioritise strategies to reduce fraud or wider participation -which are often in conflict. In this case study, had Labour been elected in 2015 there would have been much greater policy change in the direction proposed by the research.
It is therefore important that academic research is not evaluated in terms of simple policy change. To do so is deeply problematic in many policy domains because it inserts an inbuilt bias in favour of the research and researchers that supports government policy and/or ideology. In a free, democratic society, academics should have the freedom and responsibility to criticise government when and where appropriate. Universities and university sectors worldwide should build management systems that do not have perverse incentive structures to deviate from that.
Thirdly, given that elite policy making on issues that are politically sensitive takes place in secret -i.e.
in the actual domain of reality (James 2012a ). Researchers may not ever know the full extent of their impact. Elite decision makers, political parties and pressure groups may not (understandably) be willing to publicly acknowledge or can downplay the influence of others for fear of it not being 'their own idea.' Staff turnaround at civil society organisations is high and institutional memories of where ideas come from are quickly lost. Then there are denials. When I asked the government for verification that some co-authored research had been of used to inform policy, the UK government replied that:
'it is not usual practice for the department to write to people concerning the influence they have had on a consultation or call for evidence. We will be unable to attribute any particular recommendations to individual pieces of evidence. We are happy to acknowledge that you submitted evidence to the review, for which we are grateful. This is being taken into consideration along with the other evidence provided' (Cabinet Office 2015a).
As noted above, a Minister did acknowledge the influence of the research vis-à-vis the Missing Millions report in Parliament. This was no doubt because it had the backing of cross-party senior MPs and pressure groups that politicians were keen to be associated with. Endorsements of research impact are therefore highly political in nature.
Trying to achieve impact is difficult, but academics should not shrug the task, however. Tactics can be used and academics need to act strategically. Research needs to be disseminated early, often before publication, at a time that is relevant for the policy cycle because the publication process in academia is usually too slow. Academics need to team up with supportive pressure groups who have the expertise, kudos and infrastructure in lobbying and dissemination. My research impact was indebted to the skill and hard work of new friends at Bite the Ballot.
Parliaments are not impenetrable fortresses for academics. In most legislatures it requires only one parliamentarian to raise a question to a minister, introduce an amendment to a bill or even set up informal working groups of colleagues. These can be invaluable venues for academics to disseminate research, lobby for change and hold governments to account.
